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Déjà vu  
in British nineteenth-century 
travel book illustrations on 
Egypt: continuity and change
cAroline lehni♦
throughout the nineteenth century, egypt attracted an ever-widening circle of British travellers: a country which had long been deemed too dangerous or too 
far away for mere pleasure-seekers was being visited by growing numbers of tourists 
who were not always particularly adventurous and who did not necessarily belong to 
the wealthiest sections of British society (Pemble 46; Melman 11). in parallel, British 
fascination with egypt was fuelled by the continued publication of travel books: no 
less than 500 travel accounts on egypt were published in Britain between 1798 and 
1914, of which 317 were illustrated (lehni 34, 594-665). in a century which saw the 
emergence of tourism as a mass phenomenon (Pemble 86; Palmier-châtelain), there 
was something inherently paradoxical about travel writing (rajotte 31, 34). The 
justification of travel books and their illustrations continued to lie principally in the 
first-hand information about the country with which their authors could provide 
readers. however, travel writers were all too aware of the risks of creating a strong 
impression of déjà vu among a readership that had access to a vast array of largely 
similar texts. This was often acknowledged in prefaces to travel books (themselves 
highly repetitive), which often contained an apology for writing an umpteenth book 
on the subject, thus “contributing another stone to the tumulus” as edwin de leon 
wrote in 1877 (iii).
The repetitive character of orientalist productions is at the heart of edward Said’s 
seminal analysis: he contends that, rather than producing an authentic, “veridic” 
discourse on the orient (6), “what the orientalist does is to confirm the orient 
in his readers’ eyes” (65), by reusing a set of well-established representations and 
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clichés. while Said’s analyses have often been criticised for turning orientalism into 
a monolithic, ahistorical discourse (Bhabha 24-25; lowe 4-5; MacKenzie 7-14), it 
remains that several of the scholars who have taken an interest in the iconography of 
travel books on the orient have nonetheless underlined its highly repetitive character 
and its frequent use of stereotypes (Gregory 145; Moussa 198), a phenomenon which 
has been interpreted as a visual form of domestication of the orient (Gregory 145). 
The purpose of this paper is to re-examine the question of the monolithism 
and lack of authenticity of visual orientalism by concentrating on the illustrations 
published in travel books on egypt in nineteenth-century Britain. So as to obtain the 
clearest possible picture of this vast body of images and texts and to assess continuity 
and discordance in the iconography of egyptian travel, a quantitative analysis of 
a large corpus of 216 illustrated travel books has been conducted using a database 
(lehni 677-678).1 This approach will be combined with the qualitative analysis 
of a number of illustrations in order to focus on formal aspects such as framing, 
composition and style, and therefore go beyond a merely thematic study of travel 
illustrations by considering what can be referred to as “modes of imaging.” The first 
part of this paper will consider the striking continuities in the visual representation of 
egypt in British travel books, by focusing on their iconographic and stylistic aspects, 
while the second will address examples of illustrations and books that represent a 
departure from the prevalent model. to what extent do the images and books that 
diverge from déjà vu codes and themes propose more authentic visions of egypt? 
A déjà vu Egypt: recycling themes and modes of 
imaging 
Palm trees, camels and pyramids: a selective and repetitive 
iconography 
in the preface to the travel book he wrote in 1846 after completing a tour in 
the levant, robert curzon claimed that the english public was “overwhelmed with 
1 The database, which uses the MySQl system and comprises over 750 references, can be 
compared to a series of reading note cards with predefined fields (e.g. title of the book, date 
of publication, number of illustrations, places visited by the author, illustration techniques, 
illustration themes), thanks to which multiple queries can be made (e.g. which topics or 
places were most commonly represented in which period). This research tool made it possible 
to inventory travel books and identify the 317 illustrated travel books on egypt that were 
published in Britain between 1798 and 1914. reliable quantitative information could also be 
obtained on many aspects of egyptian travel and the publication of illustrated travel books. 
concerning the iconography, more specific information was required on each book; the 
quantitative analysis of the iconography of travel accounts was therefore conducted on the 216 
illustrated books for which the database contained sufficiently precise information.
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little books about palm trees and camels and reflections on the Pyramids” (v). in an 
ironic, yet fairly conventional way, he was commenting upon the repetitive character 
of travel books on egypt. although what curzon had in mind was the text of such 
books, he could have used the very same words to mock the selective and repetitive 
character of their illustrations. in the British geographical imagination of egypt, a few 
recurrent themes occupy a prominent place, as is revealed through the quantitative 
analysis of our corpus.
travel books on egypt, like those devoted to other destinations, include a large 
proportion of illustrations of sites or places of interest: in nearly 80% of the books 
considered, over 1 in 4 illustrations represent a site (fig. 1, 3, 4, 6). among these, 
illustrations of ancient sites largely prevail, appearing in 54% of the books. This 
should come as no surprise: for a wide majority of travellers and readers, egypt 
was considered of interest above all because of its antiquities. in that respect, the 
iconography of travel accounts is merely a reflection of the reality of travel in egypt, 
which usually consisted, and indeed often still does, in a succession of visits to pre-
determined, well-identified places of interest. Moreover, because most travellers 
followed the same itinerary during their egyptian tour, the same sites appear in 
most travel books. of egypt, most nineteenth-century travellers saw only cairo, 
alexandria, and the nile Valley. From the 1840s, it became common to go on a “nile 
voyage” on board a dahabiyah, a cangiah or a steamer,2 which enabled travellers 
to discover the temples scattered along the banks of the river from safe viewing 
platforms (Gregory 120-123). on the contrary, the delta and the desert remained 
off the tourist track and were only visited by the most adventurous. Just as visits to 
luxor, Karnak and the Ptolemaic temples (esna, edfu, dendera, Kom ombo and 
2 The dahabiyah was a luxury yacht that was commonly used by the wealthiest travellers on 
the nile between the 1840s and 1870s; the boats were rented in cairo, complete with their 
crew, and were fully furnished, comprising several cabins and a dining room (edwards 35-42). 
others opted to travel on the nile more cheaply, on board a cangiah, a smaller native sailing 
boat, as william henry Bartlett did in the 1840s. From the 1870s, with the growing importance 
of  the  firm Thomas  Cook  &  Sons  and  the  emergence  of  mass  tourism,  steamers  became 
increasingly common on the nile (Palmier-châtelain).
Fig. 1: “Pharaoh’s Bed, Philae”. in edwards, A Thousand 
Miles up the Nile (1877). london, 1993, 206. Personal coll.
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Philae) were part of the regular nile tour, most travel books on egypt comprise views 
of at least one or two of these places (fig. 1, 6). 
The depiction of local people and their culture is the second most important 
subject: illustrations of egyptians and their lifestyle (through scenes, costume studies 
or isolated objects) appear in 46 % of travel books. The prominent place devoted to the 
representation of the other is another characteristic feature of the genre: travel books 
on all destinations tend to include pictures showing readers what the inhabitants 
looked like. But there was also a particularly strong demand for information on arab 
egypt among British readers, as the country was then viewed both as the original 
setting for the Arabian Nights and as reliable evidence of what the near east was like 
in the time of Jesus. 
although egyptians and their cultural practices might be represented through a 
wide variety of elements, very similar iconographic themes appear in many different 
books. The sakkieh and the 
shadoof, two traditional systems 
of irrigation that were already 
referred to in the Bible and 
therefore attracted considerable 
attention on the part of British 
travellers in egypt, thus appear 
in the illustrations of a very large 
number of books (fig. 2).3 The 
recurrence of this iconographic 
theme can be explained by its 
exotic potential. For the British 
readers of travel books, the 
sakkieh and the shadoof were 
closely associated with faraway 
places, as suggested by their arabic name, usually mentioned in the caption. 
however, they acted as markers of both a spatial and a temporal exoticism: in an age 
of industrial revolutions, the archaism of these age-old irrigation systems was striking 
and served to further differentiate the orient from home. The influence of the search 
for exoticism on the choice of iconographic subjects is a contrario confirmed by the 
fact that images of egyptian modernization, of the tourist infrastructure – and indeed 
of the travellers themselves – were very rare in comparison to views of ancient sites 
and scenes of local life. The corollary of the déjà vu exotic egypt of travel books was 
therefore an egypt that was rarely shown, a modernized and europeanized egypt.
3 For other examples of illustrations showing shadoofs or sakkiehs, see walsh “Methods Used 
for overflowing the lands,” facing 249; lane “The Shádoof,” 2: 25; Bartlett “water-wheel on 
the lower nile,” 40, “The Shadoof,” facing 136; edwards “Sakkieh, or water-wheel,” 257, “The 
Shadoof,” 110; wilkin “abû tîg,” 79.
Fig. 2: “Sakkieh”. in lynch, Egyptian Sketches. london, 
1890, facing 194. Personal coll.
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Picturesque Egypt: like a ready-made (and already seen) 
picture
The déjà vu effect of egyptian travel iconography goes beyond the mere repetition 
of the same themes. not only did the illustrations of travel books recurrently show 
the same selective aspects of egypt, but the latter were very often depicted in the 
same way, as can be seen from the examples of the travel books published by william 
henry Bartlett in 1850, amelia Blanford edwards in 1877 and Frederic courtland 
Penfield in 1899. 
Bartlett was a professional draughtsman who specialised in the production of 
topographical albums containing views and descriptions of places to which he had 
travelled, including Scotland, Switzerland, the Middle east and canada (ross). he 
visited egypt twice in the 1840s and is the author of both the text and the steel-engraved 
illustrations of The Nile Boat, which concentrates on the voyage on the nile which 
he made during his second journey. when edwards travelled to egypt in 1873-1874, 
she was already well-known in Britain for her sensational novels and a travel book 
on the dolomites. A Thousand Miles up the Nile, which contains wood-engraved 
illustrations from the author’s sketches, marked a watershed in her career: she became 
so passionate about ancient egypt that she devoted the rest of her life to egyptology. 
The narrative of her voyage on the nile is thus interspersed with precise descriptions 
and well-researched historical explanations about the various sites she visited 
(Moon). an american diplomat, Penfield did not actually travel to egypt, but lived 
and worked there from 1893 to 1897. his book is therefore not a proper “travelogue”, 
organised along the progression of the author-traveller over the territory visited, 
but a personal description of the country based on his observations. it is illustrated 
with various types of pictures, ranging from reprints of older wood-engravings to 
photomechanical reproductions of professional photographs and watercolours. 
in spite of the fifty years that separate the publication of these three books and 
in spite of the diverging travelling experiences of their authors, The Nile Boat, A 
Thousand Miles Up the Nile, and Present-Day Egypt share a number of common 
points. all three books are richly illustrated,4 they include a wide range of subjects 
(ancient sites, street scenes, landscapes, etc. documenting both the local population 
and ancient vestiges) and they are representative of the dominant trend in illustrated 
books on egypt from the 1830s onwards, which can be referred to as the picturesque 
mode of imaging. its origins can be traced back to the vedutas which eighteenth-
century Grand tourists would collect and bring home as souvenirs, and to the 
albums of engraved views of various countries that were in fashion in the early 
nineteenth century.5
4 They all contain over 50 illustrations, while half of the travel books on egypt published in 
the nineteenth century contain fewer than 15.
5 The first travel account on egypt in which a majority of illustrations conformed to the 
Picturesque model was henry light’s Travels in Egypt, Nubia, Holy Land, Mount Libanon, and 
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Bartlett’s view of the Mosque of 
Sultan hassan (fig. 3), edward’s 
recollection of Philae (fig. 1) and 
the photograph of the pyramids 
reproduced in Present-Day Egypt 
(fig. 4) all give precise and largely 
truthful representations of egyptian 
sites, in keeping with the tradition of 
the veduta. Besides their documentary 
character, these pictures share other 
common characteristics connected to 
the aesthetic function of picturesque 
views. all three illustrations use the 
same formulaic composition based 
on the three-distance convention, a 
legacy of the classical landscape, 
which facilitates the movement 
of the eye through the picture and 
reinforces realistic illusion by creating 
an impression of depth. in addition, 
picturesque views largely resort to the 
aesthetic of the sublime as a means 
of conveying the strong impression 
produced on the traveller by the sites: 
not only are the proportions of the 
buildings often exaggerated, reflecting 
the awe-inspiring greatness of the 
architecture, but tiny characters are 
often included in the foregrounds, so as 
to reinforce the impression of gigantism 
and suggest the insignificance of man. 
The use of staffage,6 which can be more 
or less elaborate (two static characters in 
the view of Philae illustrating edwards’s 
book, but a real street scene in Bartlett’s 
view of the Mosque of Sultan hassan), 
Cyprus, in the year 1814 (1818); picturesque illustrations became prevalent in the iconography 
of egypt in the 1830s and reached a peak in the 1840s-1850s, with Bartlett’s Nile Boat (1849) 
in particular. The model then continued to exert considerable influence on travel iconography 
– and indeed still does, as attested by postcards and travel brochures.
6 according to The Dictionary of Art, the term “staffage” designates “small figures and animals 
used to enliven a landscape or architectural composition.”
Fig. 3: “Mosque of Sultan hassan.” in Bartlett, 
The Nile Boat. london, 1850, facing 64. coll. 
The Bodleian libraries, University of oxford 
((oc) 203h.314).
Fig. 4: “The Pyramids Seen from native Village”. 
in Penfield, Present-Day Egypt. london, 1899, 
129. Personal coll.
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is indeed another strikingly recurrent element in picturesque views. it serves three 
other important roles: firstly, it has the compositional function of creating interest in 
a foreground; secondly, the staffage introduces “local colour” or exoticism, through 
references to specifically egyptian cultural practices and dress or through references 
to a generically oriental world. Finally, this exotic staffage provides a touch of 
variety, by including a secondary subject of interest, which counterbalances the 
educational aspect of these illustrations. reading about egypt and learning about its 
ancient monuments is thus made a pleasant and entertaining pursuit. 
Because such was the purpose of travel illustrations, picturesque representations 
of the local population and sites were also very selective: nothing that might be 
considered ugly or unpleasant, such as aspects of poverty, appears in these idealised 
pictures, although these are often mentioned in the texts of travel books. For example, 
in her chapter on assiout, edwards writes about the dusty, dirty streets of the town 
and about its poor, sickly population. yet the two illustrations typically provide 
distant views of the town, complete with camels, palm trees and mosque domes, 
thus conforming to the conventions of the picturesque mode of imaging, while all 
the signs of the “sordid reality” described by the writer in her text are maintained 
off-frame (edwards 98-101). 
The picturesque mode of imaging was not specific to egypt: not only was there a 
strong feeling of déjà vu from one travel book on egypt to the next, but there were 
also important echoes between the travel iconography of egypt and that of other 
countries. Bartlett, who was a professional draughtsman and traveller, thus used the 
same compositional codes and visual strategies, heavily resorting to the aesthetic of 
the sublime and to colourful staffage for his views of rome, Greece, Switzerland or 
indeed Scotland and rural england.7 The paradox of picturesque travel iconography 
is therefore that, for all its insistence on variety, local colour and detail, the prevalence 
of conventional compositions and visual strategies means that readers are presented 
with multiple replicas of largely similar pictures, regardless of the subject or even the 
destination.
in spite of the decisive influence of the picturesque mode of imaging upon 
the travel iconography of egypt, which, together with selective and repetitive 
themes, helped to create a strong feeling of déjà vu, this model did not go wholly 
unchallenged.
7 For a selection of plates initially published by Bartett in various albums, see ross.
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Frictions: Breaking away from the déjà vu syndrome
The incursion of humour in Thackeray’s travel account 
From Cornhill to Cairo
Before the 1880s, very few travel accounts on egypt contained illustrations 
which ran counter to the conventions of travel iconography. Thackeray’s travel 
account From Cornhill to Cairo, illustrated with woodcuts taken from the author’s 
own sketches, is one of those which most strikingly depart from this already well-
established model. The originality of Thackeray’s illustrations mirrors the liberties 
which the author takes with the conventions of travel writing: throughout his travel 
account, he refuses to pose as a knowledgeable author, while not hesitating to debunk 
the romantic clichés of the orient.
in the passage Thackeray devotes to alexandria, he briefly describes his visit 
to cleopatra’s needle and Pompey’s column, which were common subjects of 
picturesque illustration in travel accounts published up to the 1850s (Bartlett 90). 
Thackeray’s account, however, does not provide the reader with such views, but with 
two illustrations depicting a procession which the author claims to have witnessed in 
alexandria’s nubian quarter and which, with characteristic irreverence, he describes 
in greater detail than the nearby ancient monuments (fig. 5). 
The first of these two illustrations is an instance of racial caricature, a type of 
depiction which very seldom appears in the travel iconography of egypt. it aims to 
amuse the reader by exaggerating ethnic markers and by using racial stereotypes. 
The nubians in this woodcut are not represented in an idealised manner as in 
picturesque views of Karnak or abu-Simbel, but as caricatures suggesting they are 
happy simpletons. 
Fig. 5: Untitled illus. in Thackeray, Notes of a Journey from Cornhill to Grand Cairo. 
london, 1846, 246-247. The Bodleian libraries, University of oxford (46.1587).
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The second illustration is closer to moral satire. it is accompanied by this text, 
in which Thackeray writes of his attention being drawn to another figure while 
watching the singing and dancing:
i saw the chief eunuch of the Grand turk at constantinople pass by – 
(the above is an accurate likeness of his beautiful features) – but with 
what a different expression! Though he is one of the greatest of the 
great in the turkish empire (ranking with a cabinet minister or lord 
chamberlain here), his fine countenance was clouded with care, and 
savage with ennui. 
here his fine brethren were ragged, starving, and happy; and i need not 
tell such a fine moralist as you are, how it is the case, in the white as the 
black world, that happiness […] often disdains the turrets of kings, to 
pay a visit to the ‘tabernas pauperum’ (Thackeray 247-248).
Just like the first illustration, this one relies on racial caricature, through the 
exaggeration of ethnic markers (the thick lips in particular), the intended comic effect 
of which is strengthened by the textual antiphrasis evoking the character’s beauty and 
the accuracy of the representation. however, the conceited air of the character in the 
second illustration contrasts with the happy faces in the first one. as is made clear by 
the accompanying text, the racial caricature is coupled with moral and social satire, 
contrasting the simple joy of plain folks with the sorrows and care of the elite. 
in keeping with the irony of the phrase “an accurate likeness of his beautiful 
features,” Thackeray’s illustrations purport to be neither accurate nor beautiful. 
rather than providing his readers with conventional picturesque views, which would 
be both informative and visually pleasing, Thackeray proposes a universal reflection 
under the guise of two grotesquely comic images.
Falling short of the picturesque model
There are very few other examples of illustrated travel accounts that diverge 
from the déjà vu model of the egyptian picturesque before the late nineteenth 
century, when photographically illustrated books became commonplace. although 
the invention of photography in 1839 was shortly followed by the application of 
the new medium to travel and exploration,8 photography had little direct influence 
upon travel books before the late 1880s: until then, there was no economically viable 
technique for reproducing photographs by cheap, mechanical means that would 
preserve tonal nuances (Bustarret 2003). Photographs were seldom reproduced 
8 on the application of photography to egyptian travel and egyptology, see Bustarret 1989, 
Buckland and Vaczek, Perez and Stewart-howe.
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in travel accounts,9 and, when they were, it was usually through the use of wood-
engraving, which involved the work of draughtsmen and engravers. By the late 1880s, 
new techniques of reproduction had become available, through the development of 
photomechanical reproduction and in particular of half-tone engraving. in parallel, 
technical developments had also profoundly modified photographic practice, 
making it available to a much wider section of travellers, a development which 
culminated with the success of the Kodak after 1889 (Brunet 213-267). From the 
late 1880s, therefore, an increasing number of travel books were illustrated with 
photomechanical reproductions of photographs, many of which had been made 
by the travellers themselves with their own hand-held cameras, while others were 
produced by professional studios. 
Professionals,  like  Zangaki,  or  the  firm  Underwood  &  Underwood,  often 
managed to reproduce the idealised albeit déjà vu exotic egypt of picturesque views 
(fig. 4). Most amateur photographs, however, fell short of the picturesque model. 
Published in 1909, Percy withers’ Egypt of Yesterday and To-day is illustrated with 
photomechanical reproductions of the traveller’s own snapshots.10 Several views 
of monuments that appear in withers’ book differ from traditional picturesque 
views through the absence of staffage to enliven the foreground. Unlike professional 
photographers, amateurs such as withers usually travelled without a tripod and were 
not equipped with large-format cameras, or with a variety of objectives to choose 
from. equipment of this kind enabled professional photographers to produce views 
with increased depth of focus and thus to obtain sharp-focus zones extending from 
foreground to background. This was not within the reach of amateur photographers, 
who therefore often produced pictures with no foreground at all. 
Moreover, whereas both Underwood and zangaki were able to hire young 
egyptians to compose suitably exotic foregrounds for their photographs,11 amateur 
travellers usually had to make do with whoever was actually present when the 
picture was taken. More often than not, this implied including fellow travellers in 
the composition, a stratagem scarcely in keeping with the search for picturesque 
exoticism. in withers’ view of the colonnade of the temple of luxor a female traveller 
in the foreground gives the observer an idea of the proportions of the monument, 
which is indeed one of the traditional functions of picturesque staffage; however, the 
figure’s total lack of exoticism is at odds with the reliance upon the local colour of the 
9 luxurious photographically-illustrated albums (not travel accounts) like Francis Frith’s 
Egypt and Nubia Photographed and Described were however published long before the 
development of photomechanical techniques, using real photographic prints pasted into the 
book.
10 anthony wilkin’s On the Nile with a Camera (1896) is another example of a travel account 
illustrated with the author’s photographs which also failed to conform to the picturesque 
model.
11 For an example of a staged composition involving local staffage, see Penfield “obelisk at 
heliopolis (From a Photograph by zangaki)” 221.
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picturesque mode. in many other cases, amateur photographs of egypt came to show 
features which contrasted with its idealised representation just because they could 
not keep them out of the picture. in particular, they could not conceal the fact that 
the appearance of egypt’s ancient sites had changed, as in withers’ view of the central 
colonnade of the temple of Karnak (facing 68), which fails to conceal massive metal 
beams buttressing a pair of columns, a considerable change to the overall aspect 
of this colonnade which had so often been represented in picturesque engravings 
(Bartlett, frontispiece; edwards 149). 
Thus the advent of photography as a popular hobby together with new solutions 
to the technical problems of including photographs in books had a profound impact 
upon the travel iconography of egypt. The departure from the idealised landscape 
of picturesque illustrations was, however, rarely deliberate: traces of a modernized, 
europeanized egypt often emerged in travel illustrations simply because amateur 
photographers had not managed to keep these off-frame. in some cases however, the 
photographic illustrations of travel books deliberately adopted an anti-picturesque 
representational mode that served as a vehicle for promotional or imperialist 
discourses on egypt.
Discourses of the anti-picturesque
Published in 1894, the text of Wintering in Egypt is in fact no more than thinly 
veiled advertising for a hotel called Mena house where one of the authors had served 
as chaplain. The book’s illustrations fully contribute to this promotional mission. a 
series of reproductions of photographs by the zangaki studio thus capitalizes on the 
stereotyped image of egypt to advertise the country as a travel destination (Bentley 
and Griffinhoofe “a Palm Grove,” facing 126). The book is also illustrated by a 
second group of photographs, which focus on the hotel. Snapshots like those showing 
the dining-room or drawing-room of the hotel (Bentley and Griffinhoofe 33, 77) 
clearly depart from the conventional representation of egypt in their subject-matter, 
which, far from being exotic, aims at convincing the english reader and potential 
tourist that “Mena House has all the advantages of an english country house, with 
every luxury and home comfort” (Bentley and Griffinhoofe 176). These illustrations 
also represent a departure from the picturesque mode of imaging: rather than the 
elaborate compositional style of picturesque imagery, these unsophisticated shots, 
taken at eye-level with a wide-angle lens, rely on the indexical power of photography, 
which acts as a proof of the existence of what it shows (Barthes 119-120, 139). 
although it includes the term “view” and indeed shows a pyramid, the illustration 
entitled “View of the Great Pyramid from the swimming bath, Mena house” (fig. 6) 
strongly differs from the traditional picturesque views of the pyramid of cheops that 
pervade travel books on egypt. The pyramid itself is relegated to the background, the 
essential part of the picture being occupied by hotel buildings and, most prominently, 
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the swimming-pool, which creates a 
striking contrast with the exoticism 
of the foregrounds of picturesque 
illustrations. The function of this 
illustration is not so much to provide 
the reader with a view of the Great 
Pyramid as to show him the view of 
the pyramid that is obtained from 
Mena house. The main object of 
this illustration is Mena house, not 
the pyramid. and it is precisely the 
anti-picturesque character of this 
unemotional, almost transparent 
picture which makes it effective by 
giving the impression that it adheres 
to reality and reproduces it without any mediation or exaggeration, thus transforming 
the picture into a decisive advertising argument.
To-Day in Egypt, which was published in 1912 by alfred cunningham, is 
another example of a book the iconography of which diverges from traditional travel 
representations insofar as it focuses almost exclusively on a contemporary egypt, 
marked by ongoing modernization and europeanization. although this process had 
started under the rule of Muhammad ‘ali (1805-1848), it accelerated under khedive 
ismâ‘îl (1863-1879) and even more so following the British occupation of egypt in 
1882, under the leadership of consul-Generals lord cromer (1883-1907), Sir eldon 
Gorst (1907-1911) and lord Kitchener (1911-1914): improvements in transports and 
agriculture attracted massive european investments especially in the booming cotton 
and sugar productions. although the occupation was initially meant to be temporary, 
egypt thus became closely integrated in the British empire both in geopolitical and 
economic terms (Vatikiotis 70-89). 
right from the introduction of To-Day in Egypt, which includes a vibrant 
tribute to cromer, cunningham makes it clear that he is a fervent supporter of 
British control over egypt and of the reforms introduced by the consul-General. 
The illustration of the book is meant to reinforce the defence of British imperialism 
provided by cunningham’s text. although sites form a large part of the iconography 
of this book, they do not conform to the model of the picturesque view, whether 
in their subject matter (a hospital, a fire station or cairo’s University rather than 
temples, pyramids and mosques) or their treatment: the mission hospital of old 
cairo (facing 96) for example is shown from a strictly frontal viewpoint, with no 
secondary element or staffage to enliven the view. The point is indeed not so much 
to show the appearance of the building depicted, which is not likely to elicit any 
aesthetic response, but to prove, through the supposed transparency and indexicality 
Fig. 6: “View of the Great Pyramid from the 
swimming bath, Mena house”. in Bentley and 
Griffinhoofe, Wintering in Egypt. london, 1894, 
45. Personal coll.
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of photography, the existence of the 
institution to which this building 
metonymically refers and thus to 
insist on the improvement in the 
sanitary condition of egypt brought 
by missionaries. Such illustrations are 
not significant for what they show but 
for what the sites are supposed to stand 
for. in fact, the illustration entitled 
“new electric railway cutting and 
Bridge, cairo” (fig. 7) hardly shows 
anything at all apart from the receding 
lines of the railway and electric lines. 
Beyond depicting the appearance of a new bridge, this illustration is meant to 
testify to the efforts undertaken by the British administration to improve railway 
connections and therefore to support the colonial government of egypt by presenting 
it as a progressive influence upon the country. Similarly, the book includes a series 
of pictures which show scenes and sites connected to egypt’s sugar production, 
thus shedding light on an agricultural sector which, according to the author, was 
promoted by the British colonial administration and boosted egypt’s economy.12 
Through this focus on a modernized and industrialized egypt, the departure from 
the déjà vu of egyptian travel iconography is clear, just as is the imperialist discourse 
of both text and illustrations in To-Day in Egypt.
Conclusion
in the wake of Said’s work, orientalist representations in nineteenth-century 
texts and images have often been interpreted as endless repetitions of the same. 
This was paradoxically true of the iconography of many travel accounts on egypt: 
although these books and their illustrations were recurrently presented in prefaces 
or reviews as educational, documentary literature or iconography, they often reused 
the same themes and therefore served to validate their readers’ previous conceptions 
about egypt more than they provided them with new knowledge concerning the 
country. Picturesque views, which represent the most common mode of imaging to 
be found in the travel iconography of egypt, are particularly conventional, echoing 
not only the illustrations of previous books on egypt, but also the iconography of 
other countries.
12 cunningham “The Sugar industry at nag-hamadi, Upper egypt,” facing 168, “Sugar 
industry of nag-hamadi: The discharge of cane on the nile,” facing 184, “The Sugar industry 
in egypt: loading up trucks with cane,” facing 200.
Fig. 7: “new electric railway cutting and Bridge, 
cairo”. in cunningham, to-day in egypt. 
london, 1912, facing 16. coll. The Bodleian 
libraries, University of oxford (24677e.37).
RANAM47.indb   71 22/04/14   12:04:47
Caroline Lehni72
There are however exceptions to the overriding model of a picturesque idealized 
egypt. in the first half of the century, the most striking example is Thackeray’s From 
Cornhill to Cairo, in which the author shows typical irreverence for the conventions 
of an educational and entertaining travel iconography. 
That most departures from the déjà vu effect of the egyptian picturesque should 
be found in books published from the late 1880s testifies to the fact that orientalist 
representations are not immutable, but indeed dependent on a variety of factors, 
from the political situation of egypt to the technical contexts in which illustrations 
were produced. The advent of photography as a mainstream cultural practise as 
well as changes in techniques of reproduction had a decisive influence upon the 
iconography of egyptian travel. So did the emergence of mass tourism and the 
more formal integration of egypt within the British empire following its military 
occupation in 1882. although idealised conventional views of egypt continued to 
appear in travel books published in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, 
an increasing number of pictures departed from the codes of the picturesque.
however, it must be emphasised that the illustrations which contrasted with 
the conventions of the picturesque model did not for the most part provide more 
authentic or more truthful visions of egypt. even though they showed objects 
and themes that had long remained off-frame (like the modernity of egypt or the 
tourist infrastructure), much remained concealed. The living conditions of the 
egyptian population, and especially their poverty, used to disappear under the veil 
of picturesque conventions but they also failed to be revealed in amateur clichés or 
in anti-picturesque representations of egypt: although there was a certain departure 
from déjà vu representations at the end of the period, some aspects of egypt were 
still hardly ever seen.
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